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The Rhode Island Statewide Planning Program, Division of Planning, Department of Administration is 

established by § 42-11-10, Statewide Planning Program, of the Rhode Island General Laws as the central 

planning agency for Rhode Island. The State Planning Council, composed of federal, state, local, public 

representatives, and other advisors, guides the work of the Program. The objectives of the Program are 

to:  

- prepare Guide Plan Elements for the State  

- coordinate activities of the public and private sectors within the framework the State Guide Plan  

- assist municipal governments with planning  

- advise the Governor and others on physical, social, and economic planning-related topics. 

Further, the Division of Planning is authorized by RI General Law 42-11-10, known as the Statewide 

Planning Program, to study and evaluate the needs of the State for current and future energy supply and 

has the following powers:  

1. To adopt, amend, and maintain, as an Element of the State Guide Plan an element concerning the 

energy supply of the State (including the developm ent of renewable energy resources), energy 

access, use, and conservation, human services, and other factors. 

 

2. To adopt, amend, and maintain, as an amendment to an existing Element of the State Guide Plan, 

guidelines for the location of eligible renewable energy resources and renewable energy facilities 

in Rhode Island with due consideration for the location of such resources and facilities in 

commercial and industrial areas, agricultural areas, areas occupied by public and private 

institutions, and property  of the State and its agencies and corporations, provided such areas are 

of sufficient size, and in other areas of the State as appropriate.  

This publication is based upon publicly supported research and may not be copyrighted. It may be reprinted, 

in part or in full, with credit acknowledged to the Division of Planning. Copies of this information are also 

available in a format for the physically challenged and in digital format on the Division of Planning website: 

http://www.planning.ri.gov . Contact the Division of Planning, One Capitol Hill, Providence, RI, 02908, 

and (401) 222-7901 for further information.  

  

http://www.planning.ri.gov/


State Guide Plan Element:  Energy 2035   October  8, 2015  
 

iii 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

TITLE:   Energy 2035: Rhode Island State Energy Plan 

 

SUBJECT:  Planning for the production, distribution, and use of energy in Rhode Island 

 

DATE:  Adopted by the State Planning Council on October 8, 2015 

 

AGENCY: Division of Planning 

 Rhode Island Department of Administration 

 One Capitol Hill 

 Providence, RI 02908 (401) 222-7901 

 www.planning.ri.gov  

  

PROJECT:  Work Task #11.4, Fiscal Years 2012-2015 

 

SERIES:  State Guide Plan Element, Report Number 120 

 

NUMBER OF PAGES:  169 pages including appendices  

 

ABSTRACT:  Energy 2035 updates the State Guide Plan Element 781 adopted in 2002. It is 
intended to guide the activities of the Rhode Island Office of Energy Resources 
and the Division of Planning. The Plan describes the existing state of Rhode 
Islandôs energy system and sets goals and policies to improve energy security, 
cost-effectiveness, and sustainability in all sectors of energy production and 
consumption. It is intended to advance the effectiveness of public and private 
stewardship of the Stateôs use of energy resources and identifies activities 
needed to keep the energy systems on which the state depends functioning 
optimally. As an element of the State Guide Plan, this Plan sets forth goals and 
policies that must, under state law, be reflected in future updates of 
comprehensive community plans.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Energyðits availability, reliability, affordability, and sustainability ðunderpins every inch of our stateôs 

economic and environmental fabric. Virtually all aspects of daily life and economic activity depend on 

reliable access to energy: energy supplies our electricity needs, our heating and cooling needs, and our 

transportation needs. The impacts of our energy use are far -reaching and consequentialðRhode Islanders 

currently spend approximately $3.6 billion on power a nd fuel each year, sourced mainly from out -of-region 

fossil fuels that annually emit over 11 million tons of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.  

Like many other jurisdictions across the nation, Rhode Island stands at a crossroads. Our existing energy 

system exposes the state to excessive risk, costs, and environmental damage. Yet, the resources we use 

to power our lights, heat our homes, and fuel our vehicles have scarcely changed for decades. To improve 

the quality of our energy system, we need a new app roach. Fortunately, major changes in energy markets, 

increasingly cost-competitive technologies, and new models for energy management all bring within reach 

the promise of a brighter energy future.  

Clearly, this is now the time to act. So how does Rhode Is land move forward? The Rhode Island State 

Energy Plan (Energy 2035, or the Plan) the stateôs first data-driven energy planning and policy document, 

provides a long-term, comprehensive energy strategy for Rhode Island. The vision of the Plan is to provide 

energy services across all sectorsðelectricity, thermal, and transportationðusing a secure, cost-effective, 

and sustainable energy system. The Plan takes an economy-wide view of Rhode Islandôs energy use, 

highlighting areas and sectors of greatest impact and opportunity. The Plan uses the best available data 

and analysis to develop ambitious but achievable goals and performance measure targets for transforming 

Rhode Islandôs energy system. Finally, the Plan proposes state-of-the-art policies and strategies to achieve 

those goals and identifies activities needed to keep the energy systems on which the state depends 

functioning optimally.  
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Energy 2035 contains three main sections, with supporting appendices and technical reports. Each section 

addresses a key question central to energy planning in Rhode Island:  

¶ Part 1: Overview of Energy in Rhode Island: What does Rhode Islandôs energy system look 

like today? 

¶ Part 2: Goals and Performance Measure Targets: What do we want our energy system to 

look like in 2035? 

¶ Part 3: Policies and Strategies: How can Rhode Island achieve its vision of a secure, cost-

effective, and sustainable energy future? 

In Part 1: Overview of Energy in Rhode Island , Energy 2035 examines where Rhode Island is now. 

What does Rhode Islandôs energy system look like today? The section presents information on energy use 

in Rhode Islandðthe types, amount, cost, and environmental effects of major fuels and energy resources 

used in all sectors of Rhode Islandôs economy. 

Rhode Islandôs economy has experienced significant transformations over the past 20 years. Yet during this 

time, the applications and sources of energy in the state have remained remarkably similar. The state 

continues to rely on energy for three main purposesðelectricity, thermal energy, and transportation. Fossil 

fuels such as natural gas and petroleum still supply virtually all of the energy needs in each sector. In 

contrast, patterns of energy consumption, expenditure, and emissions have changed markedly over time. 

During the past decade, energy costs have risen sharply in real terms, carbon dioxide emissions have fallen, 

and demand has grown in some sectors while decreasing in others. 

Part 1: Overview of Energy in Rhode Island  shows that today, Rhode Islandôs economy-wide energy 

consumption totals nearly 190,000 trillion BTU. Rhode Islanders spend approximately $3.6 billion on 

electricity and fuels to meet thermal and transportation energy needs. Total carbon dioxide emissions top 

11 million metric tons.  
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In Part 2: Goals and Perform ance Measure Targets , Energy 2035 examines where Rhode Island 

wants to go. What do we want our energy system to look like in 2035? This section sets goals and 

performance measure targets for Rhode Islandôs energy future. They are quantifiable, yet inspiring; 

visionary, yet realistic; bold, yet built on consensus. The Plan goals sketch a vision for an energy system 

that advances the human, economic, and environmental well-being of the people, communities, and natural 

resources of Rhode Island. 

Through the goal- and performance measure target-setting process, the Project Team conducted detailed 

research and data-driven analysis to examine tradeoffs associated with alternative energy futures. The 

results are striking: Not only can Rhode Island achieve dramatic transformations of existing energy systems, 

but there are feasible ways that the State can concurrently address the three primary themes of the Energy 

2035 Visionðenergy security, cost-effectiveness, and sustainability. 

Part 2: Goals and Performance Measure Targets  sets the Planôs three performance measure targets 

for a secure, cost-effective, and sustainable energy future: Rhode Island can increase sector fuel diversity, 

produce net economic benefits, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 45 percent by the year 2035. 

 

In Part 3: Policies and Strategies , Energy 2035 examines how Rhode Island can achieve its energy 

vision of a secure, cost-effective, and sustainable energy future. This section presents a comprehensive 

suite of policies and strategies that can assist the State with m eeting the energy security, cost-effectiveness, 

and sustainability goals and performance measure targets established in Part 2: Goals and Performance 

Measure Targets . The policies and strategies that follow are meant to prov ide decision makers with a 

complete picture of the near - and long-term actions Rhode Island should consider in each sector of the 

economyðelectric, thermal, and transportation . 

A dramatic transformation of Rhode Islandôs existing energy systems requires commensurately ambitious 

action at the state and local levels. To achieve the goals and performance measure targets laid out in the 

Plan, Energy 2035 recommends an ñall-of-the-aboveò clean energy framework. This framework centers on 

strategic investments that provide long-term energy, economic, and environmental benefits, setting Rhode 

Island firmly on a path to a lower -risk, lower-cost, and lower-impact energy future.  

Part 3: Policies and Strategies  presents Rhode Islandôs all-of-the-above clean energy framework to 

maximize energy efficiency in all sectors; promote local and regional renewable energy; develop markets 

A secure, 
cost-effective, 

and 
sustainable 

energy future

Increase fuel diversity in each sector 
above 2013 levels

Produce economy-wide net benefits

Reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 
45% below 1990 levels
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for alternative thermal and transportation fuels; make strategic investments in energy infrast ructure; 

mobilize capital and reduce costs; reduce greenhouse gas emissions; and lead by example. 

 

 

The Planôs findings send a clear message: Rhode Island cannot afford a business-as-usual course of action 

that increases energy security risks to the state, costs more than viable alternative paths, and fails to meet 

our obligation to mitigate the worst consequences of global climate change. Because the impact of long -

term planning and investment choices will reverberate for decades to come, we must be especially prudent 

and strategic as we address the weighty energy policy decisions that face us today.  
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INTRODUCTION AND VISION 
Energyðits availability, reliability, affordability, and sustainability ðunderpins every inch of our stateôs 

economic and environmental fabric. Virtually all aspects of daily life and economic activity depend on 

reliable access to energy: energy supplies our electricity needs, our heating and cooling needs, and our 

transportation needs. The impacts of our energy use are far-reaching and consequentialðRhode Islanders 

currently spend approximately $3.6 billion on power and fuel each year, sourced mainly from out -of-region 

fossil fuels that annually emit over 11 million tons of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. 

Like many other jurisdictions across the nation, Rhode Island stands at a crossroads. Our existing energy 

system exposes the state to excessive risk, costs, and environmental damage. Yet, the resources we use 

to power our lights, heat our homes, and fuel our vehicles have scarcely changed for decades. To improve 

the quality of our energy system, we need a new approach. Fortunately, major changes in energy markets, 

increasingly cost-competitive technologies, and new models for energy management all bring within reach 

the promise of a brighter energy future.  

Clearly, this is now the time to act . So how does Rhode Island move forward? The Rhode Island State 

Energy Plan (Energy 2035, or the Plan) the stateôs first data-driven energy planning and policy document, 

provides a long-term, comprehensive energy strategy for  Rhode Island. The vision of the Plan is to provide 

energy services across all sectorsðelectricity, thermal, and transportationðusing a secure, cost-effective, 

and sustainable energy system (Figure 1). The Plan takes an economy-wide view of Rhode Islandôs energy 

use, highlighting areas and sectors of greatest impact and opportunity. The Plan uses the best available 

data and analysis to develop ambitious but achievable goals and performance measure targets for 

transforming Rhode Islandôs energy system. Finally, the Plan proposes state-of-the-art policies and 

strategies to achieve those goals and identifies activities needed to keep the energy systems on which the 

state depends functioning optimally.  

 

Figure 1. The Energy 2035 Vision Statement: In 2035, Rhode Island will provide energy services across 
all sectors ðelectricity, thermal, and transportation ðusing a secure, cost -effective, and sustainable 
energy system.  
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The Plan contains an introduction, three  primary sections, two appendices, and two technical reports : 

1. Introduction and Vision:  This section introduces the Energy 2035 Vision Statement and 

describes the structure, approach, and major findings of the Plan.  

2. Part 1: Over view of Energy in Rhode Island :  This section presents information on energy use 

in Rhode Islandðthe types, amount, cost, and environmental effects of major fuels and energy 

resources used in all sectors of Rhode Islandôs economy. The section also summarizes the major 

components of Rhode Islandôs existing policy framework for addressing energy issues. 

3. Part 2: Goals  and Performance Measure Target s:  This section sets measurable goals and 

performance measure targets for achieving an energy system that advances the human, economic, 

and environmental well-being of the people, communities, and natural resources of Rhode Island. 

4. Part 3: Policies and Strategies :  This section lays out a comprehensive implementation plan for 

meeting the Planôs goals and performance measure targets.  

5. Appendix A: Rhode Island Energy Laws:  This appendix provides detailed summaries of Rhode 

Islandôs major energy laws. 

6. Appendix B: A Por t folio of Strategies :  This appendix presents a more detailed overview of 

each strategy in the format of a concise ñpolicy brief.ò 

7. Technical Report  # 1: Business -as-Usual Forecast (ENE) : This forecast projects energy 

demand, prices, expenditures, and carbon dioxide emissions in Rhode Island through 2035, 

assuming no changes in existing or planned federal, regional and state energy policies and 

estimated resource availability. 

8. Technical Report  # 2: Scenario Modeling (Navigant Consulting):  This analysis offers three 

alternative energy futures for Rhode Island, with changes to resources spanning the electric, 

thermal, and transportation sectors , relative to the Business-as-Usual (BAU) forecast. 

In 2013 and 2014, t he Project Team, composed of staff from the Rhode Island Office of Energy Resources 

(OER) and the Division of Planning (DOP), worked with a 20 -member Advisory Council, stakeholder groups, 

and a consultant team to undertake research and analysis for the Plan. The final Plan incorporates the 

results of primary research, as well as feedback received at over a dozen meetings with stakeholders from 

state and local government, utilities and regulators, private sector and industry, and consumer and 

environmental advocates, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Energy 2035 stakeholders  

 

Project Team

ωOffice of Energy Resources (OER) - Project Management & Report Authorship

ωDivision of Planning (DOP) - Guidance on State Guide Plan Integration

Consultant Team

ωENE (Environment Northeast)  - Business-as-Usual Forecast

ωNavigant Consulting - Scenario Modeling

Advisory Council

ωTwenty members with subject matter expertise in energy

ωRepresentatives from policy-making bodies, regulatory bodies, utility providers, energy users, municipalities, 
environmental advocacy groups, and industry

Implementation Group

ωStakeholders with subject matter expertise in each energy sector: electricity, thermal, and transportation
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In developing the Plan, the Project Team and Advisory Council acknowledged that no crystal ball can predict 

the future. Major changes in energy markets have occurred in the decade since the adoption of Rhode 

Islandôs last energy plan in 2002: t he domestic natural gas revolution; precipitous drops in the cost of 

renewable technologies; and widespread economic retirements of regional coal, oil, and nuclear generating 

units. Just as no one could have anticipated these developments ten years ago, so too can no one know 

what new market drivers will emerge to re-shape our energy system in the coming years and beyond. 

To reflect the uncertainties associated with forecasting for a dynamic energy system, the Project Team and 

Advisory Council deliberately chose a directional approach, rather than a specific approach, in establishing 

the Planôs vision, goals, and strategies. With the understanding that ñall models are wrong, but some are 

useful,ò5 the Team structured a data-driven scenario modeling analysis that would help policy makers 

understand order-of-magnitude impacts and sensitivitiesðthat is, the range of credible outcomes Rhode 

Island might expect from strat egic investments in alternative demand and supply of energy resources. The 

team developed goals and performance measure targets that were quantitative enough for meaningful 

measurement, but not specific enough to risk 

immediate irrelevance. The team proposed a 

comprehensive set of policies and strategies to improve 

Rhode Islandôs energy system and achieve 

performance measure targets set in the Plan, but shied 

away from prescriptive actions and discrete tactics, 

which will be addressed in the implementation of the 

plan, including development of policy and program 

design. 

A directional approach, however, does not mean the approach was cautious. The Plan sets bold and 
ambitious performance measure targets for transforming Rhode Islandôs energy system and offers 
commensurately aggressive strategies. The Plan shows that Rhode Island can increase sector fuel 
diversity, produce net economic benefits , and reduce  greenhouse gas emissions by 45  percent  
(below 1990 levels) by 2035  with an ñall -of - the -aboveò clean energy  framework  to:  
 

¶ Maximize en ergy efficiency in all sectors  
¶ Promote local  and regional renewable energy  
¶ Develop markets for alternative th ermal and transportation fuels  
¶ Make strategic invest ments in energy infrastructure  
¶ Mobiliz e capital and reduce costs  
¶ Reduce greenhouse gas emissions  
¶ Lead by example  

 
The Planôs findings send a clear message: Rhode Island cannot afford a business-as-usual course of action 

that increases energy security risks to the state, costs more than viable alternative paths, and fails  to meet 

our obligation to mitigate the worst consequences of global climate change.  Because the impact of long-

term planning and investment choices will reverberate for decades to come, we must be especially prudent 

and strategic as we address the weighty energy policy decisions that face us today. At the same time, the 

Planôs long-range orientation is not meant to preclude near - and intermediate-term steps that can be taken 

to ensure the optimal maintenance of Rhode Island and New Englandôs energy system. 

                                                
5 George E.P. Box, British mathematician well known for his work in quality control studies and time series analysis. 
See Box, George. E. P., and Draper, Norman R., (1987), Empirical Model Building and Response Surfaces, John Wiley 
& Sons, New York, NY: p. 424. 

Whenever I run into a problem I canôt solve, 

I always make it bigger. 

I can never solve it by trying to make it 

smaller, but if I make it big enough, I can 

begin to see the outlines of a solution.

--Dwight D. Eisenhower
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With the completion of the Plan, Rhode Island is now armed with the data and information it needs to 

direct energy policy efforts to improve the energy security, cost -effectiveness, and sustainability of the 

stateôs energy system. Although the Plan is finished, the work has just begun .  
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PART 1:  OVERVIEW OF ENERGY IN RHODE ISLAND 
What does Rhode Islandôs energy system look like today? This section presents information on energy use 

in Rhode Islandðthe types, amount, cost, and environmental effects of major fuels and energy resources 

used in all sectors of Rhode Islandôs economy. The section also summarizes the major components of 

Rhode Islandôs existing policy framework for addressing energy issues. 

Rhode Islandôs economy has experienced significant transformations over the past 20 years. Yet during this 

time, the applications and sources of energy in the state have remained remarkably similar. The state 

continues to rely on energy for three main purposesðelectricity, thermal energy, and transportation. Fossi l 

fuels such as natural gas and petroleum still supply virtually all of the energy needs in each sector. In 

contrast, patterns of energy consumption, expenditure, and emissions have changed markedly over time. 

During the past decade, energy costs have risen sharply in real terms, carbon dioxide emissions have fallen, 

and demand has grown in some sectors while decreasing in others. 

Today, Rhode Islandôs economy-wide energy consumption totals nearly 190,000 trillion BTU. 

Rhode Islanders spend approximately $3 .6 billion on electricity and fuels to meet thermal and 

transportation energy needs. Total carbon dioxide emissions top 11 million metric tons.  

 

Growing concerns about the security, cost, and sustainability impacts of energy use have placed energy 

issues at the forefront of Rhode Islandôs public policy agenda over the past two decades. In recognition of 

the central role that energy plays in shaping the stateôs communities, economy, and environment, policy 

makers have enacted ambitious energy policies and programs, primarily in the areas of energy efficiency 

and renewable energy. Due to the multidimensional nature of energy planning, management, and 

oversight, the implementation of these programs involves a wide range of state agencies and boards.  

Part 1: Ov erview of Energy in Rhode Island  details the different components and characteristics of 

Rhode Islandôs whole energy system, individual end use sectors, and current policy framework.  
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METHODS AND PROCESS 
To characterize Rhode Islandôs energy profile, the Planôs Project Team and Advisory Council identified three 

broad sectors of energy use in Rhode Island: electricity, thermal, and transportation 6 (Figure 2). Each 

sector represents a category of ñend useò energy consumption in the state. A variety of energy sources 

and fuelsðprimarily fossil fuels such as natural gas and petroleumðsupply most energy needs in each 

sector. 

 

Figure 2. Rhode Islandôs energy use sectors. 

The Project Team and Advisory Council then selected metrics to characterize how energy use has changed 

in the state over time. The Project Team examined the composition of energy supply by source, 

expenditures on energy, energy prices, and carbon dioxide emissions. These metrics provide information 

about energy system impacts on energy security, cost-effectiveness, and sustainability. These three areas 

of interest for energy planning are the three primary themes of the Energy 2035 Vision Statement. 

The main sources of information used to gather data on Rhode Islandôs energy system were the U.S. Energy 

Information Administration (EIA), the Independent System Operator of New England (ISO -NE), National 

Grid, and the Rhode Island Energy Assurance Plan (EAP).  

                                                
6 Electricity can also be used in thermal and transportation end use applications, such as electric heating or electric 
vehicles. In Rhode Island, however, such applications account for only a minor portion of overall historical thermal or 
transportation energy consumption. For the purposes of this section, these applications are counted as end use 
consumption in the electricity sector.  

ωwƘƻŘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜǎ ŜƴŘ ǳǎŜ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎŀƭ 
consumption such as lighting, air conditioning, appliances, and space 
and water heating.

Electricity

ωwƘƻŘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǘƘŜǊƳŀƭ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
and commercial buildings, primarily for space and water heating, and 
industrial sector fuel consumption to generate process heat. 

Thermal

ωwƘƻŘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ 
goods and people throughout the state.Transportation
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ENERGY SUPPLY AND INFRASTRUCTURE ASSETS 
Few indigenous energy resources exist in Rhode Island. In fact, the stateôs most significant ñsupplyò 

resource is actually on the demand sideðenergy savings achieved through investments in energy efficiency. 

After energy efficiency, Rhode Island is virtually entirely dependent on imported fossil fuels (natural gas 

and petroleum products) for supplying in -state electric generation, thermal energy, and transportation 

fuels. Renewable energy resources such as wind and solar comprise a very small, but growing, portion of 

the stateôs energy portfolio. The state relies on complex regional and international supply chains and 

infrastructure for reliable access to energy, including a regional electric grid managed by ISO New England, 

an extensive interstate natural gas pipeline delivery system, and shipments of petroleum products into the 

state. The following section provides an overview of the major sources of energy supply and associated 

infrastructure assets in Rhode Island. 

ENERGY EFFICIENCY 
Rhode Islandôs ñfirst fuelò is energy efficiency. In general, two options exist to meet the energy needs of 

consumers, businesses, and institutions: using sources of energy supply (ñmegawatt-hoursò produced from 

natural gas, petroleum, renewable energy, etc.) or reducing energy demand (ñnegawatt-hoursò produced 

from energy conservation or investments in energy efficiency). As a matter of public policy, Rhode Island 

prioritizes the latterðenergy efficiencyðby requiring electric and gas distribution companies to invest in all 

cost-effective demand reduction measures (for example, higher efficiency lighting, HVAC systems, and 

appliances; insulation; air-sealing) before acquiring more expensive, conventional supply resources for end 

uses. The result of this ñLeast-Cost Procurementò resource acquisition strategy is an energy supply portfolio 

that maximizes the use of the lowest -risk, lowest-cost, and arguably most sustainable energy resource 

available: energy efficiency. For more information on Rhode Islandôs Least-Cost Procurement policies, see 

the section Current Policy Framewor k . 

Energy efficiencyôs contribution to Rhode Islandôs overall energy supply portfolio is significant. For example, 

as of 2013, a decadeôs-worth of demand reduction investments made through the ratepayer -funded electric 

energy efficiency program supply approximately 12 percent of Rhode Islandôs electric energy needs (Figure 

3). 

 

Source: EERMC 2014 Annual Report 

Figure 3. The role of energy efficiency since 2000, and its cumulative effects on energy use in Rhode 
Island.  



State Guide Plan Element:  Energy 2035   October  8, 2015  
 

12 
 

ELECTRICITY 
The electricity consumed in Rhode Island homes, businesses, and institutions is generated at power plants, 

transported through a network of high -voltage transmission lines, and distributed via local poles and wires 

to end users. Rhode Islandôs electrical grid is connected to a larger regional power grid composed of more 

than 350 generating resources (natural gas, coal, and oil-fired power plants; hydroelectric dams; nuclear 

stations; biomass plants; and renewable energy units like wind and solar), 8,000 miles of transmission 

lines, and 6.5 million households and businesses that create electric demand throughout New England.7 

Half a century ago, individual ñvertically integratedò electric utilities operated throughout New England as 

regulated monopolies, handling every aspect of providing electricity: generation, transmission, and 

distribution. 8  The fully integrated regional electric grid we know today is the result of decades of 

infrastructure investment and regulatory reform, culminating in electricity deregulation during the 1990s.  

Today, New Englandôs power grid is centrally managed by ISO-NE, the regional independent system 

operator. Created by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) in 1997, ISO-NE oversees minute-

to-minute dispatch of electricity on the bulk power system , administers the regional wholesale electric and 

capacity markets, and manages system planning. 

Although ISO-NE is responsible for coordinating the interstate flow of power, retail delivery of electricity to 

consumers within individual states falls to electric distribution companies. Today, three such companies 

operate in Rhode Island. National Grid, the largest of the three, manages the distribution system for 99  

percent of the state, serving 486,000 electric ity customers with a network of more than 6,000 miles of 

distribution lines.9 Block Island Power Company and the Pascoag Utility District serve the remaining areas 

on Block Island and in western Burrillville, respectively. All electric distribution companies in the state are 

regulated by the Rhode Island Public Utilities Commission (RIPUC). 

Rhode Islandôs restructured retail electric market allows consumers and businesses to choose a competitive 

power provider for their electricity service, while still relying on the local electric utility for distribut ion 

service. Electric distribution companies are required by state law to provide ñstandard offerò and ñlast 

resortò electric service for customers who do not elect to purchase power from an alternate electricity 

retailer. As of 2012, competitive suppliers served approximately 35 percent of Rhode Islandôs electric load.10 

Rhode Island is home to approximately 2 gigawatts (GW) of electric generating capacity ( Figure 4). Most 

of these power plants are owned and managed by merchant (non -utility) generation companies. Virtually 

all major generating facilities in the state use natural gas as the primary fuel. In 2011, natural gas -fired 

generation accounted for approximately 98 percent of in-state generation capacity. 11  Many small, 

distributed renewable energy systems also exist in Rhode Island. These systems harness the power of 

indigenous, renewable sources of energy such as the sun, wind, and water.  See Figure 7 for a list of existing 

distributed renewable energy facilities in Rhode Island. 

                                                
7 http://www.iso -ne.com/nwsiss/grid_mkts/elec_works/index.html  
8 http://www.iso -ne.com/aboutiso/co_profile/history/index.html  
9 http://www.ripuc.org/eventsactions/docket/4473 -NGrid-Electric-ISR-2015(12-19-13).pdf 
10 http://www.ripuc.org/utilityinfo/PUC -RES-AnnualReport2012-Rev(3-25-14).pdf 
11 Form EIA-860. 

http://www.iso-ne.com/nwsiss/grid_mkts/elec_works/index.html
http://www.iso-ne.com/aboutiso/co_profile/history/index.html
http://www.ripuc.org/eventsactions/docket/4473-NGrid-Electric-ISR-2015(12-19-13).pdf
http://www.ripuc.org/utilityinfo/PUC-RES-AnnualReport2012-Rev(3-25-14).pdf
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Source: EIA-860 Annual Electric Generator Report 

Figure 4. Major power plants in Rhode Island, their fuel mix, and the capacity they deliver.  

NATURAL GAS 
Natural gas plays a crucial role in Rhode Islandôs energy economy. Nearly all in-state electric generation 

relies on natural gas as a fuel source. Gas also supplies the majority of in-state thermal energy needs. 

Natural gas is not a fuel indigenous to New England. Gas brought into the region originates primarily from 

production in the Appalachian region, the Gulf Coast, and to a lesser extent, Canada.12 The vast majority 

of natural gas consumed in Rhode Island arrives via pipelines developed and operated by the Algonquin 

Gas Transmission Company and the Tennessee Gas Pipeline (TGP) Company (Figure 5). The remainder is 

transported as liquefied natural gas (LNG) to the state via tanker trucks. The Algonquin Gas Transmission 

is an interstate pipeline that transports natural gas from New Jersey throughout New England. The TGP is 

a major interstate pipeline that extends from the Texas / Mexico border to eastern Massachusetts.  

National Grid, Rhode Islandôs only natural gas distribution company, manages the retail delivery of gas to 

end users in the state. The local gas distribution system operated by National Grid serves approximately 

257,000 residential, commercial, and industrial customers using a network of over 3,200 miles of mains. 13 

National Grid also owns and operates three LNG storage facilities in the state. 14 

                                                
12 Rhode Island Office of Energy Resources Energy Assurance Plan, June 29, 2012, Section 7. 
13  Rhode Island Public Utilities Commission data, http://www.ripuc.org/eventsactions/docket/4474 -NGrid-Gas-ISR-
2015(12-20-13).pdf. 
14 Energy Assurance Plan, Section 7. 

Power Plant

Nameplate 

Capacity (MW) Primary Fuel Dual Fuel Capability
Entergy Rhode Island State Energy LP 596 Natural Gas

Manchester Street 515 Natural Gas Distil late Fuel Oil

Tiverton Power Plant 272.5 Natural Gas

Ocean State Power 254.2 Natural Gas Distil late Fuel Oil

Ocean State Power II 254.2 Natural Gas Distil late Fuel Oil

Pawtucket Power Associates 68.8 Natural Gas Distil late Fuel Oil

Rhode Island LFG Genco 33.4 Landfil l Gas

Toray Plastics 12.5 Natural Gas

Central Power Plant 10.7 Distil late Fuel Oil, Natural Gas

Rhode Island Hospital 10.4 Natural Gas Residual Fuel Oil

Block Island 9.6 Distil late Fuel Oil

Brown University Central Heating 3.2 Natural Gas Residual Fuel Oil

Total 2,041                    

http://www.ripuc.org/eventsactions/docket/4474-NGrid-Gas-ISR-2015(12-20-13).pdf
http://www.ripuc.org/eventsactions/docket/4474-NGrid-Gas-ISR-2015(12-20-13).pdf
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Source: Rhode Island Energy Assurance Plan 

Figure 5. Natural gas pipelines in Rhode Island . 

PETROLEUM PRODUCTS 
Petroleum-based fuels used in Rhode Island include gasoline, distillate fuel, propane, kerosene, residual 

fuel oil, and jet fuel. Petroleum products supply fuel needs mainly in the thermal and transportation sectors, 

and to a lesser extent, in the electric  sector (for natural gas plants in the state with dual fuel capability, 

see Figure 4). 

Petroleum-based fuels are not locally produced in Rhode Island. The state receives shipments of refined 

petroleum product via six marine import terminals in East Providence, Providence, and Tiverton (Figure 6). 

Most of the product  arriving at the terminals is subsequently trucked to end users in Rhode Island, eastern 

Connecticut, and parts of Massachusetts.15 The East Providence Exxon Mobil terminal owns and operates 

the sole refined products pipeline in the state, a small -diameter pipeline that transports product up to the 

Springfield, Massachusetts, terminal. 

Rhode Island does not regulate retail sales of petroleum products. Gasoline operationsðproduction, 

refining, and retail salesðcan be vertically integrated, with large companie s such as Exxon and Sunoco 

transporting, refining, and selling the fuel through their filling stations. Over time, major oil companies have 

increasingly moved out of the retail business, with franchised dealers and other independent retailers 

assuming responsibility for retail operations. Distillate fuel, kerosene, and propane sales are managed 

                                                
15 Energy Assurance Plan, Section 8. 
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primarily by local fuel dealers who sell product to residential and commercial customers. Some large 

commercial and industrial customers who have on-site reserves purchase fuel directly from wholesale 

distributors. 

 

Source: Rhode Island Energy Assurance Plan 

Figure 6. Rhode Islandôs marine import terminals, and the route to the Springfield, Massachusetts, 
refining terminal.  

RENEWABLE ENERGY 
Renewable energy resourcesðwind, solar, hydropower, biomass, and othersðcan be used to generate 

electricity with minimal environmental impact, compared to fossil fuel-fired power plants. Some renewable 

energy resources such as solar, geothermal, and biofuels have applications in the thermal and / or 

transportation sectors as well. Until recent years, the use of renewable energy in Rhode Island was 

negligible. During the past decade, the enactment of state laws and programs have stimulated a nascent 

market for renewable energy in Rhode Island. The most significant of these changes include the Renewable 

Energy Standard (RES), the Long-Term Contracting Standard for Renewable Energy (LTC), the Distributed 

Generation Standard Contracts Program (DG), Net Metering, the Renewable Energy Growth Program (REG), 

and the Renewable Energy Fund (REF). For more information on Rhode Islandôs renewable energy policies, 

see the section Current Policy Framewor k . 

Renewable energy resource potential is modest in Rhode Island compared to other regions of the country . 

Nevertheless, important in -state opportunities exist for developing renewable forms of energy. The Stateôs 

most significant renewable energy resource from a power production standpoint is offshore wind . The 2007 

RIWINDS study, commissioned by the Rhode Island Economic Development Corporation (now the Rhode 

Island Commerce Corporation, or Commerce RI), concluded that over 95 percent of the wind energy 
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resources available to Rhode Island are located offshore. 16  Subsequent renewable energy resource 

assessments conducted in 2012 through the Renewable Energy Siting Partnership (RESP) helped quantify 

the resource opportunities for land-based wind, small hydropower on existing dams, and solar photovoltaic 

projects located on landfills throughout the state. 17 Further references and information on th e resource 

potential of different forms of renewable energy resources can also be found in Technical Report #2: Rhode 

Island State Energy Plan Scenario Modeling Executive Summary & Results and in Part 2: Goals and 

Performance Measure Targets .18 Currently commercially-available renewable energy technologies in 

Rhode Island include wind, solar, hydropower, and biomass. In the future, markets may  develop for 

emerging technologies such as wave and tidal power, however, at present, no such installations exist in 

the state. 

As of December 2013, more than 340 distributed renewable energy systems representing approximately 

29 MW of hydropower, solar, and wind capacity were installed in the state ( Figure 7). 

 

Source: National Grid, FERC 

Figure 7. Renewable energy systems in Rhode Island . 

Wind  
Wind turbines use the energy of moving air to generate electricity.  Turbines produce more power at higher 

wind speeds, which are typically found in areas with high elevations and low surface roughness. In Rhode 

Island, the most significant wind energy  resources are concentrated in areas along the coast and offshore 

in ocean waters. 

The use of wind to generate electricity is a relatively new undertaking in Rhode Island. The first commercial -

scale wind turbine was installed in 2006 at the Portsmouth Abbey. As a small and densely populated state, 

Rhode Island does not lend itself to large onshore wind farms of the type seen in the Midwest and western 

states. Instead, Rhode Islandôs wind power potential lies in municipal or small-scale commercial projects 

consisting of one or a few wind turbin es, and in offshore wind farms.  As of December 2013, the Ocean 

                                                
16 http://sbe.umaine.edu/avian/Assets/Monitoring%20Network%20PDFs/ReportsPDFs/RIWINDSReport_2007.pdf 
17 http://seagrant.gso.uri.edu/coast/resp.html  
18 See pages 62-87 in Technical Report #2: Rhode Island State Energy Plan Scenario Modeling Executive Summary & 
Results, and Figure 25 in Part 2: Goals and Performance Measure Targets . 

Technology Capacity (kW)# of Systems

Small Hydro

All sizes 6,656                 7                      

Solar Photovoltaic

50 kW & under 1,866                 296                  

>50 kW 11,147               15                    

13,013               311                  

Wind

50 kW & under 94                       11                    

>50 kW 9,060                 12                    

9,154                 23                    

Grand Total 29,005              341                 

http://sbe.umaine.edu/avian/Assets/Monitoring%20Network%20PDFs/ReportsPDFs/RIWINDSReport_2007.pdf
http://seagrant.gso.uri.edu/coast/resp.html
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State had an estimated installed wind capacity of approximately 9 MW, with 12 systems larger than 50 kW 

(see Figure 7). Although no offshore wind installations currently exist in Rhode Island, Deepwater Wind 

LLC began construction on their proposed five-turbine, 30 MW wind farm in state waters off the coast of 

Block Island in 201519. A much larger offshore wind projectðup to 1,000 MWðis planned for development 

in federal waters off of Rhode Island and Massachusetts20. 

Siting wind energy projects involves a careful consideration of both the available wind resource and the 

potential impacts a project may pose to the surrounding area. A number of public -private partnerships and 

state initiatives have evaluated siting considerations associated with offshore and onshore wind in Rhode 

Island. These efforts include the Ocean Special Area Management Plan (SAMP), the Division of Planning 

(DOP) Wind Siting Guidelines, and the Renewable Energy Siting Partnership (RESP). 

The Ocean Special Area Management Plan (SAMP)21 is a planning and regulatory development process 

conducted by the Coastal Resources Management Council (CRMC) to promote, protect, enhance, and honor 

existing human uses and natural resources in the coastal waters of Rhode Island, while encouraging 

economic development, creating renewable energy siting zones, and facilitating the coordination of state 

and federal decision making bodies. Adopted October 19, 2010, the Ocean SAMP informed the siting of 

Rhode Islandôs first offshore wind farm in state waters off Block Island and will direct the future siting of 

utility -scale wind farms in Rhode Island Sound. 

In 2012, the Division of Planning (DOP) released a technical report, ñInterim Siting Factors for Terrestrial 

Wind Energy Systems,ò22 which put forth guidelines for siting wind turbines in municipalities. DOP produced 

this report as part of an overarching statutory charge to develop siting guidance for the location of 

renewable energy facilities in the state.  The law directed the DOP to consider standards and guidelines for 

the location of eligible renewable energy resources and facilities with consideration for the location of such 

resources and facilities in commercial, industrial, and agricultural areas, areas occupied by public and 

private institutions, and property of the State, and in other areas of the state as appropriate . OER will 

coordinate with DOP on these guidelines and issue updated wind siting guidance for municipalities in the 

future as new data and information on siting impacts emerge . 

In response to questions about the effects that the increased development of renewable energy may have 

on the people and communities of Rhode Island, the State initiated the Renewable Energy Siting Partnership 

(RESP)23 in 2011. The RESP spearheaded a statewide conversation among residents, municipalities, and 

other stakeholders about the benefits and impacts of renewable energy development in the state. The 

RESP evaluated impacts of land-based wind turbines on bird and bats, scenery, cultural value, property 

values, and public safety, as well as acoustic, shadow flicker, and electromagnetic interference impacts. 

The RESP also performed an analysis of modeled wind speed values and confirmed modeled estimates with 

data collected at specific sites. Drawing on analysis of impacts and wind resource data, the RESP performed 

a siting analysis to visualize the distribution of wind energy opportunities an d constraints around the state. 

Finally, a ñWind Energy Siting Toolò was developed as an online decision-support tool that stakeholders can 

use to assess the estimated power production and siting impacts of proposed wind projects.  

 

                                                
19 http://dwwind.com/block -island/ 
20 http://dwwind.com/dww -deepwater-one/ 
21 http://seagrant.gso.uri.edu/oceansamp/  
22 http://www.planning.ri.gov/documents/LU/Wind%20Energy%20 FacilityGuidelines_June-2012_.pdf  
23 http://www.crc.uri.edu/projects_page/rhode -island-renewable-energy-siting-partnership-resp/ 

http://dwwind.com/block-island/
http://dwwind.com/dww-deepwater-one/
http://seagrant.gso.uri.edu/oceansamp/
http://www.planning.ri.gov/documents/LU/Wind%20Energy%20FacilityGuidelines_June-2012_.pdf
http://www.crc.uri.edu/projects_page/rhode-island-renewable-energy-siting-partnership-resp/
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Solar  
Many technologies can harness the energy produced by the sun. The simplest application of solar power, 

called passive solar, uses building design principles to collect, store, and distribute solar energy as heat. 

More complex, active solar systems can generate heat for water or space heating (solar thermal), or 

produce electricity directly from sunlight using receptor panels (photovoltaics , or PV). 

Solar PV systems produce the most energy in locations with superior access to the radiant light or heat 

energy of the sun. The quality of the solar resource in a given area depends on topography, weather, time 

of day, season, latitude, and the changing distance and orientation between the Earth and sun. The average 

annual photovoltaic solar radiation in New England ranges between 3 and 4 kWh per square meter per day. 

In Rhode Island, solar PV systems are in place throughout the state on residences, public and municipal 

buildings, businesses, non-profits, and commercial properties. At various times during the past decade, 

state tax credits and/or rebates supported the development of limited numbers of solar systems in the 

state. In recent years, the prospects for Rhode Islandôs solar market improved with the creation of the 

Distributed Generation (DG) Standard Contracts Program and the Renewable Energy Growth (REG) 

Program. These programs are leading to a dramatic increase in the number of solar systems constructed 

in the state. As of December 2013, the Ocean State had an estimated installed solar PV capacity of 13 MW, 

with more than 300 known installations (see Figure 7). 

Hydropower  
Hydropower systems convert the energy of water flowing downstream in to electricity to generate power . 

In Rhode Island, limited hydropower resources exist due to the stateôs flat, coastal terrain and small number 

of large rivers. Because of this, the principal opportunity to develop hydropower generation in Rhode Island 

lies in co-locating new projects on existing dams. Rhode Island waterways contain significant numbers of 

dams (more than 742 are known to exist) ; however, only a handful are likely suitable for development. 

Most studies estimate total state hydropower potential at approximately 10 to 20 MW. As of December 

2013, seven permitted hydroelectric facilities exist in Rhode Island, with a combined authorized capacity of 

6.7 MW (see Figure 7). 

Biomass  
Biomassðorganic matter such as plants, residue from agriculture and forestry, and the organic component 

of municipal and industrial wastesðcan be used to generate electrical power. Rhode Islandôs largest 

renewable energy facility, located at the Central Landfill in Johnston, is a 33.4 MW combined cycle unit 

fueled by landfill gasða biomass energy source24. In recent years, this facility produced between 1 and 2 

percent of the electric ity generated in Rhode Island. 

  

                                                
24 http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2013/11/f5/chp_landfillgas_casestudy.pdf  

http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2013/11/f5/chp_landfillgas_casestudy.pdf
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ENERGY USE AND HISTORICAL TRENDS 
Rhode Island relies on energy for three major purposes: end use electric consumption, thermal energy 

demand, and transportation applications (Figure 8). The stateôs energy consumption is split fairly evenly 

among the three main areas of energy use; however, different sources supply demand in each sector. The 

electric sector is highly dependent on natural gas, whereas the transportation sector is virtually entirely 

dependent on petroleum fuels such as gasoline and distillate fuel (diesel). Both natural gas and petroleum 

fuels (for example, No. 2 home heating oil) supply thermal energy needs. Because petroleum fuels are 

higher cost and more carbon intense relative to natural gas, energy expenditures and emissions are higher 

in Rhode Islandôs thermal and transportation sectors compared to the electric sector. The following 

subsection provides an overview of energy use and historical trends in each end use sector of Rhode 

Islandôs economyðelectric, thermal, and transportation.  

 

Source: EIA SEDS, EIA-923 

Figure 8. Rhode Islandôs total energy profile. 

WHOLE ENERGY SYSTEM 
Rhode Island is a small state, with the second-to-lowest total energy consumption in the nation. 25 The state 

ranks lowest in the country for per -capita energy use, in part because it lacks heavy industry, relative to 

other states.26 

Rhode Islandôs cross-sector consumption of fuels reflects the central role of two major fuels: natural gas in 

the electric and thermal sectors and gasoline in the transportation sector ( Figure 9). The remaining 

                                                
25 http://www.eia.gov/state/seds/data.cfm?incfile=/state/seds/sep_fuel/html/fuel_te.html&sid=US&sid=RI . 
26 http://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=RI . 

http://www.eia.gov/state/seds/data.cfm?incfile=/state/seds/sep_fuel/html/fuel_te.html&sid=US&sid=RI
http://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=RI



































































































































